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3 & The Carolingian Renaissance

The Early Middle Ages witnessed a marked decline in learning and the arts. Pa-
tronage of both the liberal and the visual arts by the old Roman aristocracy was
not widely copied by the Germanic ruling class that replaced the Romans. Sup-
port for learning and the arts shifted from secular to ecclesiastical patrons.
Monasteries became the new centers for intellectual and artistic activities, and
Christian themes and values almost entirely displaced the worldly values of
Greco-Roman culture.

Under the patronage of Charlemagne (742—-814), the great Frankish emperor,
a conscious revival of classical Greek and Roman learning and the visual arts
occurred. Charlemagne realized that his great empire could not be effectively
governed without a cadre of literate clergy and administrators. To educate the
leaders of the Frankish empire, Charlemagne sponsored a number of reforms
designed to improve the educational institutions and the quality of literacy and
learning in his realm. At court, he completely reformed the school conducted
for the children of his family and his courtiers and recruited the best scholars in
western Europe to staff it. Among these scholars was the English deacon Alcuin
of York (735-804), who became his chief advisor on educational and religious
affairs. They aimed at restoring classical learning to serve the needs of the new
Christian culture.

Einhard
CHARLEMAGNE’S APPRECIATION
OF LEARNING

The revival of classical learning and the visual arts under Charlemagne is called
the Carolingian Renaissance, a cultural awakening that helped shape medieval
civilization. One of Charlemagne’s most significant decisions was ordering the
making of copies of old manuscripts dating back to Roman times. Much of to-
day’s knowledge of Roman learning and literature comes from surviving Car-
olingian copies of older Latin texts that no longer exist. In the first reading,
Charlemagne’s biographer Einhard describes western Europe’s greatest royal
patron of the liberal arts since the fall of the western Roman Empire.

Charles [Charlemagne}l had the gift of ready
and fluent speech, and could express what-
ever he had to say with the utmost clearness.
He was not satisfied with command of his na-
tive language merely, but gave attention to
the study of foreign ones, and in particular
~was such a master of Latin that he could speak

it as well as his native tongue; but he could
understand Greek better than he could speak
it. He was so eloquent, indeed, that he might
have passed for a teacher of eloquence. He
most zealously cultivated the liberal arts, held
those who taught them in great esteem, and
conferred great honors upon them. He took



